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Program Overview 
Farm Life History Mystery focuses on ways that historians unravel mysteries from the past. Through 
interactive discussions and hands-on activities, students will become historians as they use observations, 
hypothesis, and analysis to identify artifacts from long ago. 
 
The Program Materials cover activities integrated into the one-hour program. They include an artifact 

identification exercise and a work sheet.  
 
The Preprogram Activities include a discussion sheet and a work sheet. The Postprogram Activities 
include an artifact summary, several articles from Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine, and suggested 
activities. These materials will encourage students to think about how historians and scientists use 
observation, analysis, and hypothesis to figure out what happened in the past. 
 

Subject Resources from the North Carolina Museum of History 
History in a Box Kits 
 
From Farm to Factory: Agriculture and Industry in North Carolina 
For most of its history, North Carolina has had a predominantly rural economy. New technology that made 
farming more efficient also led to the growth of industry in the state. In recent years, the state’s economy has 
turned sharply away from agriculture. Learn the factors—who, what, where, when, and how—that 
contributed to the shift from farm to factory. Identify objects, analyze historical photographs, study 
geography and its relationship to food, and learn about life in a mill village, the effects of child labor, and the 
importance of technology today and in the future. The kit is available for loan for three weeks at no charge 
(you pay return UPS shipping). To order, call 919-807-7984 or go to 
http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/HistoryBox.html for an order form. 

 
Primarily North Carolina 
What is the difference between a primary and a secondary source? Artifacts, photographs, and documents 

from North Carolina’s past help students explore the raw materials used to understand history. Discover 
what objects and spaces tell about life and society. Working with primary sources gives students skills and 
confidence in research, writing, and interpretation. The kit is available for loan for three weeks at no charge 
(you pay return UPS shipping). To order, call 919-807-7984 or go to 
http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/HistoryBox.html for an order form. 

http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/HistoryBox.html
http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/HistoryBox.html
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Preprogram Activities: Preprogram Discussion Sheet 
 

 

Have you ever wondered how we know about the way people lived long ago? How do teachers 
and parents know about life in the “old” days? 
 
Historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists study objects made and used by people who lived 
long ago to learn about the past. They call the objects artifacts. An artifact is any object made or 
used by a human. It can be pottery, a diary, a plant, or even old garbage! 
 
Historians study artifacts to learn about what happened long ago. Like detectives, they analyze 
artifacts to learn about what people did, where they went, and what they owned. Historians also 
use many primary documents to learn about the past. Some common primary documents are 
journals, inventories, photographs, and diaries. 
 
Many people kept diaries long ago—even young people like you! Do you keep a diary? What 
things do you (would you) write about? 
 
What could a historian learn by reading your diary? 
 
Did you know that even garbage gives us clues about the past? Some archaeologists dig up 
garbage from long ago to learn about how people lived. They find this garbage in deep holes 
where people threw away their old clothing, bones from food, and broken things like plates and 
bottles. The holes where they find this old garbage are called trash pits, or middens. A modern 
midden is a landfill. As history detectives, archaeologists analyze discarded objects to learn about 
the people who made or used them. In the future, archaeologists may dig up our landfills to learn 
more about how we lived. 
 
What do you think they will find? 
 
Anthropologists study objects, environments, and behaviors to learn about traditions and cultures. 
They analyze these clues to learn how people lived together in families and communities. 
Anthropologists also study what people believed in and what kinds of things were important to 
them. 
 
All of these clues—letters, diaries, objects, environments, and behaviors—tell us about how 
people lived long ago. Some clues are easier to understand than others, and sometimes even 
historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists get confused. Still, being a history detective can 
be great fun! 
 

Have the students sit around you on the floor or at their desks. Read aloud to them, 
pausing to ask and answer questions. This discussion sheet is a framework for you to 
build upon. Feel free to use your own examples that you know will appeal to your 
students. Key vocabulary is underlined. 
Time required: 15 minutes 
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Preprogram Activities: Be an Anthropologist from the Future! 
 
Time required: 20 minutes 

 
1. What would an anthropologist from the future learn about you by studying your room? 
 

In the space below, make a list of things that can be found in your room. 

 
 

2. Imagine that you are an anthropologist from the future who is trying to figure out what the lives 
of people are like now by studying your room. 

 
How many people would you think live in this room? ____ 

 
What is your evidence, or what makes you think that? 

 
 

3. What kinds of clothing does the person who lives in this room wear? What is your evidence, or 
what makes you think that? 

 
 
4. What kinds of things does the person who lives in the room like? Name at least two things that 

the person probably likes. What is your evidence, or what makes you think that? 

 
 
5. What else can you tell about the person who lives in this room? Be sure to give your 
evidence.
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Postprogram Activities 

 
 
1. Continue to study rural life in North Carolina by sharing the article “Memories of Life on the 

Farm: Putting a Face on Life during the Great Depression” (pages 7–8). Lead a discussion 
using these questions: 

 Was this family larger or smaller than many families you know today? 

 What is a tenant farmer? 

 What are some differences between the life of the author and your life today? 

 Do you know anyone who lives on a farm? 

 How are their experiences similar or different from those of the author? 
 

2. Make some butter! Butter making has been part of rural home life for centuries (page 9). 
 

3. Guide students in a lesson on “Where Did This Food Come From?” (pages 10–16) to 
determine which agricultural products are native to North Carolina and which were 
introduced from other cultures. 

 
4. Share the article “Museum Detectives Use Solid Evidence” (pages 18–22) from the spring 

1992 issue of Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. Guide students to explore their own 
material culture by bringing objects from home that tell about themselves, their families, or 
their culture. Have students work in teams to interpret what the objects suggest about the 
needs and values of the people who use them. 

 

5. Share the article “Oral Historians Listen to Witnesses” (pages 23–25) from the spring 1992 
issue of Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. Have students develop questions and interview 
family members about the past. Your class may gather general oral history, or they may 
prefer to focus their investigation around specific questions. Some possibilities might be to 
examine what young people have done for fun, how the prices of things have changed over 
time, or how school experiences have changed. 
 

These activities include several articles from Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. If you 
would like to receive free issues of future magazines, form a Tar Heel Junior Historian 
Association club in your school. To receive a membership application, please call Jessica 
Pratt at 919-807-7985, e-mail thjhaclubs@ncmail.net, or visit the museum’s Web site at 
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/thjha/index.html. 
 

mailto:thjhaclubs@ncmail.net
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/thjha/index.html
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Postprogram Activities: Make Some Butter 

 
Background: Butter making was a common farm chore during colonial times, and it remained a 
part of rural life until well into the twentieth century. Churning butter was a difficult chore that was 
tiring and time-consuming. The young girls in a family were usually given the job of churning 
butter, and they made up rhymes to sing and help pass the time. You can make butter at home 
using the recipe below.  Come up with rhymes and songs while you churn, because a healthy 
dose of patience is part of the recipe! 

Materials 

1 quart-size glass jar with screw-top lid  2 cups whipping cream  mixing bowl  

4–5 ice cubes (leave in freezer until ready to use)  ¼ teaspoon salt  butter dish  

 
Procedure 

 Wash the jar and lid thoroughly with a little dish soap and hot water. Dry completely. 

 Place the jar in a warm place such as next to the stove or in the sun. Let stand for two hours. 

 Put the cream in the jar and tighten on the lid. Hold the jar with one end in each hand. 

 Shake the jar up and down nonstop for 15 to 20 minutes. Now is the time to try those rhymes! 
Pass the jar around the class, so everyone can have a turn. 

 As the butter begins to form from the cream, it will separate, or “gather,” and stick together in a 
solid mass. If after 20 minutes, butter has not begun to gather, add a few teaspoons of hot water, 
replace the lid, and mix again. 

 Once the butter ball stops getting any larger, open the jar and pour the buttermilk into small paper 
cups. Try drinking it. Buttermilk was considered a real treat! 

 Wash your hands with soap and hot water. 

 You may follow the steps for salting and molding, or just spread some butter from the jar on 
crackers or bread slices and enjoy!  

 For salting and molding, put the butter in the mixing bowl and add the ice cubes. As the ice melts, 
work in the water just until the butter feels cold. Discard the remaining ice cubes and water.  

 Sprinkle the salt evenly over the surface of the butter and then mix it into the butter until it 
completely disappears. 

 Pat the butter into a cookie mold or butter mold. 

 Let the butter harden just a bit in a refrigerator, then carefully remove it from the mold (with a 
knife if there is no plunger) and enjoy! 
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Postprogram Activities: Where Did This Food Come From? 
 
Competency Goals 
Grade 4: Social Studies—Goals 1, 2, 3 
 
Objectives 
Determine which agricultural products are native to North Carolina and which were introduced 
from other continents. 
 
Introduction 
Some of North Carolina’s plants and animals are native to North America, and others were 
introduced from Europe and Africa. Over time, the state’s American Indian, European, and 
African populations exchanged information about faming and food. 
 
Materials 
 “European Farmers in a New World” 
 “They Were the First to Use This Land: Native American Influences on North Carolina’s 

Agriculture” 
 “African Influences on North Carolina’s Agriculture” 
 Activity Sheet: Where Did This Food Come From? 
 Answer Sheet: Where Did This Food Come From? 
 
Procedure 
1. Introduce this activity by discussing how many of the foods we grow and eat today came from 

other places. Ask the students if they can name any of these “foreign” foods and where they 
came from. 

2. Divide the class into three groups. Each group will work together to read an article and 
complete the top portion of the activity sheet, listing foods mentioned in the article. Reunite 
the class to complete the bottom portion. 

3. Lead a group discussion, asking the students about their reactions to what they have learned. 
Were they surprised by where foods originated? How does this affect their views about where 
our foods come from? Why is the list of foods introduced from Africa shorter than the other 
two lists? (Africans who were taken from their homelands and brought to North Carolina 
during the colonial period had little time or opportunity to bring plants, seeds, or livestock with 
them.) 
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Postprogram Activities: 

Activity Sheet: Where Did This Food Come From? 
 
Directions: Not all of North Carolina’s agricultural products are native to the state. Many items 
were brought here from other places. As you listen to or read the articles, list in the space below 
the agricultural products that are mentioned. 
 

 

 
Directions: As a group, list each product under its place of origin. 
 

Introduced from Europe Introduced from Africa Native to North Carolina 
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Postprogram Activities: 
Answer Sheet: Where Did This Food Come From? 
 
Directions: Not all of North Carolina’s agricultural products are native to the state. Many items 
were brought here from other places. As you listen to or read the articles, list in the space below 
the agricultural products that are mentioned. 
 

apples 

barley 

beans 

cattle 

cherries 

cooking herbs 

cotton 

fish 

garden vegetables 

goats 

 

guinea corn 

guinea grass 

guinea hens 

guinea melons 

hogs 

maize, or corn 

oats 

okra 

peaches 

peanuts 

pears 

poultry 

pumpkins 

rice 

rye 

seafood 

sheep 

squash 

sweet potatoes 

tobacco 

turkeys 

wheat 

wild berries 

wild fruits 

wild game 

wild nuts 

wild plants 

wild roots 

yams 

 

 
 

Introduced from Europe Introduced from Africa Native to North Carolina 

apples cotton beans 

barley guinea corn cherries 

cattle guinea grass fish 

cooking herbs guinea hens maize, or corn 

garden vegetables guinea melon pumpkins 

goats okra seafood 

hogs peanuts squash 

oats rice sweet potatoes 

peaches yams  tobacco 

pears  turkeys 

poultry  wild berries 

rye  wild fruits 

sheep  wild game 

wheat  wild nuts 

  wild plants 

  wild roots 
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Contact Information 
 

 
 
 
 

North Carolina Museum of History 
5 East Edenton Street 

Raleigh, NC 27601 
 

Phone: 919-807-7900 
Fax: 919-713-8655 

 
http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/ 

 
 

Division of State History Museums  Office of Archives and History 
North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, www.ncculture.com 

 
 
 
 

 
 

We hope that you have enjoyed taking part in this distance learning program. We invite 
your comments and questions. Please take advantage of other distance learning 
programs offered by the North Carolina Museum of History, including History-in-a-Box 
kits, videos on demand, educator notebooks, and the Tar Heel Junior Historian 
Association, as well as professional development opportunities for educators. For more 
information, visit http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/Classroom.html. 

 

http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/Classroom.html

